Abstract: A primary objective of graduate education, and often promoted by peer collaboration tasks, is the development of critical thinking skills. The present study compares how graduate students enrolled in a qualitative research design course in applied linguistics utilized asynchronous computer-mediated communication (ACMC) and face-to-face interactions to critique field-specific research, to design and conduct their own research projects, and to engage in professional discourse in and out of class. The analyses reveal that 1) it was impossible to measure the development of critical thinking skills within one semester, and 2) rather than ACMC serving as a spring-board for such development prior to or in collaboration with classroom exchanges, ACMC and face-to-face interactions served different social and intellectual purposes in the process of practicing critical thinking skills. While face-to-face exchanges were preferred when discussing previous research, only in the ACMC context were students willing to critique each other's work. 
Language abilities (navigating jargon effectively may be a new linguistic skill even for native speakers) may also contribute to the quality and quantity of oral exchanges. ACMC removes many of these potential hindrances to participation in interchange. Interactants may simultaneously post their comments (of any length); planning time is only limited by an interactant's own schedule; and language resources are available for assistance (e.g., dictionaries). The more democratic power distribution in ACMC is especially important f or the development of critical thinking: there is no one central knower (e.g., the professor) who is in control of the truth, and who may not be questioned. Rather, participants are seen as more equal contributors to the (collaborative) learning process. Baron (1984) points out two social characteristics of CMC interactions relevant to the present study. First, while "'objective' information [e.g., facts] can be efficiently transmitted …'soft' or 'subjective' data [e.g.,
personal comments] are often difficult if not impossible to convey" electronically (p. 131). Second, the time-lag involved in ACMC allows participants to plan and reformulate their comments, which is especially appealing when reviewing peer projects. Schwier and Balbar (2002) distinguish the social role of synchronous and asynchronous CMC. While they both encouraged healthy risk-taking and dynamic, challenging discussions in their study, the former helped promote a sense of community among course participants and provided "a forum for professional discussion and enriched learning" (p. 5), and the latter offered a place "well suited to ... content that required reflection ... [and] careful attention" (p. 7).
Careful reflection is essential for critical thinking, which is defined here as the purposeful use of cognitive skills for successful problem solving, evaluating information, and re-evaluating one's assumptions about the world (Boud, Keogh, & Walker, 1985; Brookfield 1987; Halpern 1997) . Critical thinking requires analytical and "argumentative capacities such as recognizing ambiguity in reasoning, identifying contradictions in arguments, and ascertaining the empirical soundness of generalized conclusions" (Brookfield, 1987, p. 11) . Brookfield (1987) , Halpern (1997) , and King and Kitchener (1994) add planning, flexibility, self-reflection and self-correction as requirements for critical thinking.
Working with a group of equal-status peers to solve a problem is particularly conducive to the development of critical thinking skills because it exposes individuals to different perspectives and interpretations of a problem or idea. Therefore, group work tends to expand an individual's scope of understanding, as well as their ability to "learn to reason more complexly and effectively" (King & Kitchener, 1994, p. 124) . ACMC, as Table 1 illustrates, seems ideally suited to promote critical thinking through collaborative work as thus described. Table 1 . Parallels between collaboration in ACMC and critical thinking To summarize, collaborative work that promotes critical thinking via ACMC should include evidence of (a) self-and group identity as sources of knowledge (here: researchers, experts or developing experts in the field of applied linguistics), (b) planning and referencing outside authoritative resources to support one's own arguments (in one's own as well as in peers' writing), (c) ability to distinguish between reliable and less reliable sources of information, (d) revised and recursive editing of writing (content and form), and (e) synthesis of one's own ideas with peer feedback and information from external sources (where appropriate).
The present study examined student contributions in ACMC discussions, as well as in face-to-face classroom exchanges, to identify whether evidence of critical thinking was present in student work.
The Present Study
In order to achieve our research goal, we sought to identify effective collaborative learning practices that promote the successful development of critical thinking skills in a graduate seminar on qualitative research in applied linguistics. Since the researcher was also the course instructor, this study is best described as action research, which "calls for a practitioner to develop a theory within a system, with the goal of doing something to improve that system: theory leading to intervention, research resulting in action" (Rankin, 1999, p. 109) , through systematic observation, investigation and data analysis (Nunan, 1992a; Schecter & Ramirez, 1992) . In addition to describing and analyzing the way in which collaboration via ACMC may promote critical thinking, the researcher-practitioner aimed to find more effective ways of integrating ACMC into future teaching. Given the qualitative nature of the study the findings are not meant to be generalized, but they may be relevant to other educators whose philosophy of learning and teaching draws significantly on peer collaboration.
The Course
The introductory course, entitled "Qualitative Research and Applied Linguistics," was considered the graduate students' first exposure to qualitative research design. Its pedagogical objectives included preparing the graduate students to (a) evaluate critically the design and conclusions of previous research, (b) design and conduct their own small-scale qualitative research study, (c) analyze and interpret their own findings using existing theoretical frameworks and (d) gain confidence as qualified applied linguists (scholars and researchers). We worked towards all of these goals through pair, small group and entire class discussions, and via ACMC (see Table 2 ). Table 2 . Class assignments and student groupings Given the small class size (n = 8), the entire group participated in all ACMC discussions. Most course assignments were conducted in groups of alternating sizes and constellations to ensure that students got feedback on their projects from a diverse peer audience. Where relevant, the groups were arranged to reflect the purpose of sub-tasks (e.g., a practice interview with one partner since students conducted interviews one-on-one with their research subjects). Students were regularly required to give feedback and make comments in and out of class on readings and on each others' research based on relevant studies they read.
During the first half of the semester, students had to lead in-class, face-to-face discussions based on chapters they read from Bogdan and Biklen's Qualitative Research for Education, and Taylor and Bogdan's Introduction to Qualitative Research Methods, and additional articles that illustrated various aspects of qualitative research specifically in applied linguistics. In order to prepare for more in-depth, critical in-class discussions, and to promote a thoughtful exchange of ideas both on-line and in class, students had to submit questions using WebCT at least a week before their class presentation. The class session was followed by on-line discussions to further explore ideas and to provide for exchanges for which we did not have enough time in class. When the follow-up on-line discussion ended (when messages were no longer posted to the relevant discussion threads), the discussion leader was supposed to synthesize the main points of debate and discussion, connecting them explicitly to the relevant arguments, concepts and issues in the assigned readings.
To set up a critical reading of studies in applied linguistics, students received a handout (see Appendix A) with questions outlining typical article formats and content with open-ended questions to guide ensuing discussions.
These questions were also supposed to guide the students' own writing of their final, research-based term papers.
During the second half of the course, class sessions were spent conducting practice interviews, discussing readings related to the students' own projects, discussing their research designs, their proposed methods for data collection and analysis, and finally their preliminary conclusions based on their results. Each step required for the students' own small-scale qualitative research project was modeled by the instructor and other expert guest presenters on various issues related to qualitative research (e.g., conducting sociolinguistic interviews).
The students were told at the beginning of the semester that the researcher was evaluating the efficacy of various tasks and assignments in the course. At each step (e.g., identifying research questions or themes, designing and conducting interviews, coding and analyzing data; for further details see Appendix B), the students' critical feedback was elicited by direct questioning and by (anonymous) written surveys. For example, the students were asked to compare the intended purpose of modeled interviews with the answers the interview-subjects provided: Did the responses allow the investigator to understand the research questions better? How could the interviewer have solicited responses that were more insightful and revealing?
In addition, students were asked to situate each modeled activity in the weekly readings: How did the author of an article suggest triangulating the data? How did the researcher's approach compare to this approach? Were there potential weaknesses in either the article or the modeled presentation? Students were also asked to critique the researcher's analysis of all data collected, followed by a discussion of how student analyses of data compare to interpretations provided by other student groups and those provided by the researcher (data were analyzed by groups of 3-4 to promote more dynamic discussions and more rigorous analysis).
The students' comments increased in both number and critical value as the semester progressed. This recursive, formative evaluation process was meant to ensure that student input would guide future improvements on the syllabus and pedagogical practices, and to provide triangulation for data analyses and conclusions the researcher drew. Cohen and Manion (1985) , Kemmis and McTaggart (1988) and Nunan (1992b) encourage such collaboration between students, and between students and instructors, since the presence of multiple analytic voices allow for a less biased interpretative analysis. The students reported unanimously in a semester-final anonymous survey that they found both the modeling and the professional collaboration very insightful and helpful for their own projects.
The Participants
Eight graduate students, from diverse scholarly backgrounds (Second Language [L2] Acquisition, Communications, African-American Literature, Elementary Bilingual Education) participated in this study.
Four were American; the others were from Germany, France, Taiwan and Austria. All foreign students had spent at least one year in the U.S. prior to this study and had excellent English language proficiency; language problems were not believed to have affected the students' willingness to talk in class. All students had had at least one course in applied linguistics.
Data Collection and Analysis
The data consists of (a) Students working in pairs or small groups were audio-taped with individual audiotapes each time (i.e., each pair or small group had a different audiotape recording their exchanges). These audio and videotapes were transcribed verbatim for each class period; the video-recording helped organize these audiotapes for chronological sequencing, as well as provided additional confirmation of audio records during whole class discussions. All utterances recorded-including hedges, false starts, all backchannel signals-were noted during transcription (typed by the researcher using a Panasonic transcription machine, subsequently rechecked by both the researcher and several students). However, since the focus of analysis was the content of interaction rather than its linguistic manifestation, this researcher considered it unnecessary to mark overlaps, interruptions and paralinguistic features (intonation, etc.) 1 . Next, both the face-to-face and the ACMC data were analyzed by the researcher (then for validation purposes each sample was re-analyzed by the researcher and the students in the course a week later) using discourse and content analyses 2 to identify evidence of critical thinking in the questions and comments made by the students during small group, pair and whole-class interactions. For a numeric representation, idea units 3 (Crookes, 1990) comprised the basis of analyses.
Evidence of critical thinking was, for example, the presence of (a) constructively critical, probing questions, (b) suggestions for improvement of others' research, (c) statements revealing that others' comments were incorporated into one's own thinking, and (d) active mention and integration of a variety of sources of information from relevant, previous literature (i.e., synthesis of arguments). Since it was impossible to ascertain the precise amount of time students spent on ACMC, for comparability the data is analyzed in percentage of idea units instead of raw minutes (i.e., 43% of total idea units talked about information or facts about the students' own research in in-class pair discussions, and 34% of the total idea units from both ACMC and face-to-face discussions dealt with giving advice on a peer's research projects) 4 .
The results of the survey / questionnaire were compiled verbatim from each respondent for each individual answer. For example, all responses to question 1 were listed together. This allowed an across-student comparison of answers and revealed related and divergent themes in the students' responses. Although the surveys were meant to be anonymous, all respondents wrote their names on their questionnaires, so their initials are included in this report.
Findings and Discussion
The primary purpose of this research was to examine how collaborative work via ACMC may promote critical thinking skills. At the onset of teaching this course, I had envisioned that ACMC discussions would enrich classroom face-to-face discussions by providing a forum in which student would follow up in-class discussions with continued analysis and synthesis, and would elaborate on points raised but not exhausted in the classroom, leading to a spiral discourse in which old ideas are expanded with novel observations and relevant references to theoretical, pedagogical, practical and research (design) issues. I had also anticipated, and expected as course standards, that both ACMC and face-to-face conversations would contain references to outside sources as well as to the research conducted by the subjects of this study. As the following discussion demonstrates, however, ACMC and face-to-face interactions seemed to serve distinct, but mutually supportive roles in the students' development of critical thinking.
Given the short duration of a semester-long course it was difficult to track the development of critical thinking skills. However, in-class and ACMC discussions evinced various trends and levels of critical thinking, suggesting that using these two modalities in combination offers a rich forum for demonstrating critical thinking through collaborative learning.
To reiterate, collaborative learning in this article refers to an environment-as described by Nunan (1992b)-in which the students share the responsibility for exploring theories and practical aspects of applied-linguistics related research, and instead of waiting for the professor to convey information, students actively search for standards of practice. At this point, Hank's (1991) and Lave and Wenger's (1991) discussion of legitimate peripheral participation is applicable. One key aspect of Lave and Wenger's framework requires that learners become members of a scholarly community, for example, only if they actively "gain access to sources for understanding through growing involvement" (p. 37). Furthermore, the authors posit that knowledge of and membership in such a community is reciprocal and spiral: "learning is not merely a condition for membership, but is itself an evolving form of membership" (p. 53). In the next section I examine the ways in which the participants in this study demonstrate critical thinking skills in their new scholarly community as individuals and as members of a group.
Self-perception as Researcher
As mentioned earlier, a pre-requisite for collaborative learning is that scholars feel qualified to critique others' work and to create their own. As the following two excerpts from the survey illustrate, the students' feelings as scholars changed over time. The students originally assumed that they were quite qualified to conduct research and critique the existing body of literature. The students soon realized that their field-specific knowledge was limited and that they would need specialized information about qualitative research to evaluate each others' work effectively and appropriately. Finally, the students' feelings progressed to increased confidence as fellow researchers:
I tend to think that for some reason I was less intimidated at the beginning than later on. I was very excited and rather confident. The latter has changed a bit. J …It was kind of an illusion; it doesn't seem possible I could be myself a researcher, and contribute to the field. (FG) I thought it sounded romantic, something I never thought I would do because I just wasn't a researcher. That's something people who know something do. (CH) These comments suggest a maturation of self-perception to an identity that is aware of the complexity of being a researcher, and which enables one to see oneself as a qualified scholar. Lave and Wenger (1991) emphasize the importance of one's self-perception as a valid member of a given community-as well as one's understanding of the way other members view and accept her. These comments from the survey were consistent with AT's claims during a follow-up, in-class model interview that he had "sort of known what being a researcher was about," but that he had not thought that he really had something to say about his topic 5 .
Different Uses of Critique in WebCT and Face-to-Face Activities
Despite the students' claims of feeling "inadequate" as researchers, the survey responses indicate that they ultimately perceived each others' comments and feedback as very constructive. In response to the survey question: "What activities / assignments for this course have you found especially helpful for preparing you for your current research project?", all eight students found that discussing their literature reviews and their research methods in small groups in class was helpful, as were the small-group and whole-class discussions pertaining to their daily readings from the main textbooks in class. They also found the practice interviews they conducted with a partner very insightful. Five of the eight students also emphasized that posting discussion questions to each other using WebCT and using ACMC for giving everyone feedback at their leisure, were very helpful. In the survey, students claimed that they felt comfortable discussing their own and their peers' research in class, and that they felt their comments were welcome.
Analysis of the evidence from the in-class discussions and from the archived ACMC interactions, unveil a slightly different story than the survey did. These data show that students did not, in fact, share all types of comments in both face-to-face discussions and ACMC. Students analyzed primary readings articulately and critically in face-to-face discussions, but did not critique each others' research in the same setting. Instead, they provided their peers with feedback on presentations, research design, and other suggestions solely in the ACMC setting, which-despite clear instructions that they should-they never used to critique the weekly readings. Table 3 provides an overview of the types and distribution of comments students made in the two modalities. Table 3 . Classroom and ACMC interactions: types and frequency When working with a partner in face-to-face interactions, many of the students' comments consisted of complaints and concerns they encountered in their research (e.g., uncooperative subjects or audio-visual equipment malfunctions). Such comments were almost always followed by a supportive response such as "That's horrible! / I'm sure it'll be fine." or the other participant relating a similar difficulty about his/her own research. Questions pertaining to the students' own research (asking for advice), questions about their partner's research or advice they wanted to share were less than half of the pair work comment types. There were no references to other studies and sources, no critique of a peer's work, no suggestions for improvement and very little discussion of the primary readings. Most of the pair work time was spent on (re)presenting facts and information about one's own research, attributable perhaps to the students having to repeat the information about their own research because they had new partners each day. Little time remained to progress beyond the factual description or research to analysis. A possible solution to this problem is to assign research partners for the entire semester 6; students can get other input from the rest of the class in ACMC, for example.
During small group interaction (3-4 people), students were more likely to ask for advice regarding their own research, but most often did not get any feedback. The responses typically ignored the first commenter or offered emotional support, as illustrated by an excerpt from a small-group in-class discussion, without any actual recommendation to resolve the problem: JB: Sometimes I feel that the professor is in his own mind, and he can't focus on anything else but what he says. He says yes to the students, then he answers his own questions, and he gets carried away, and his answer is totally contradictory to what the students just said.
CH: So, what do I do about my coding?
KW: And I will ask the other ones for an interview on Wednesday. How many should I ask?
In this conversation JB describes a problem she encountered in her observations, but instead of suggesting solutions, CH simply begins a new train of thought about her own coding, and KW closes by not addressing either JB's or CH's comment, merely introducing a new topic.
In the following example from a small-group in-class discussion, MD acknowledges JB's difficulty in collecting data, but only with a sarcastic comment, which, although not directed at JB, only recognizes JB's frustration without providing any plausible solutions.
MD: So, have you gotten any themes from your data yet? JB: Well, it's been kind of hard because one class, … [the teacher] was showing a movie. She said they were having a break week.
MD: Oh, great! [sarcastic tone]
Such responses were very common in pair tasks as well; students never applied the relevant literature to their peers' research, despite explicit instructions from the teacher to do so. These rather incoherent "exchanges" also revealed limited or non-existent critical thought. Either due to the changing nature of group constellations (and having to re-introduce one's research repeatedly, to new audiences) there was no community history, no previous discussions to draw on, and no shared content knowledge to propel a critical examination of the speakers' utterances. The task descriptions that were supposed to provide the cooperative structure (as defined by Oxford, 1997a) to in-class and ACMC activities seemingly went unfulfilled. Apparently, the students did not collaborate even at the most basic level.
Similarly, during entire-class interactions-even though students felt comfortable asking questions about their own research-other interactants' responses, suggestions or advice were based only on their own experiences and personal beliefs rather than on pertinent literature on content or research design. As a matter of fact, the tendency to share difficulties and frustrations students encountered during their own data collection seemed to overshadow objective discussions; the students did not attempt to solve problems collaboratively. The multiple perspectives required by collaboration (see King & Kitchener, 1994 ) seemed only to provide multiple perspectives on problems, without offering solutions based on critical exploration. Repeated prompts by the instructor to refer to previous readings always resulted in several students being able to state the relevant information, however, so the ability to offer evidence from authoritative sources (a characteristic of critical thought as suggested by Brookfield , 1987; Halpern, 1997; and King & Kitchener, 1994) was not absent either.
The question of why students did not offer these connections on their own remained a mystery. Students rarely suggested relevant literature to their peers or connected the references to their own and their peers' research topics or provided feedback on each others' projects. It was quite poignant to see that even after in-class presentations of the students' research designs, where students were explicitly asked for feedback by the presenter and the instructor, the audience only offered applause. Yet, concluding here that this group was simply incapable of critical thinking is inaccurate for at least two reasons.
First, discussions of the primary readings elicited quite heated intellectual debates among the participants who made insightful connections to other research and brought to light discrepancies in argumentation. Second, the presence of suggestions, syntheses, and references to other sources in ACMC underscores the notion that the problem is not a lack of critical thinking among the students, as the following excerpts from ACMC comments reveal. In these, students provide their peers with detailed, critical feedback, suggestions for improvement and information from other resources they had read (for their own research or even in other courses). a) AT: [commenting on FG's in-class presentation of her study and findings] FG: Good Job! ...Also, for your presentation, some feedback (for the main paper, and you'll probably already do this J ) might be able to explain more about how you define social and linguistic. CS: Myers-Scotton (1993) admits as well that they aren't always the same. b) CH: The questions are very much meant as little assessments of our research, as pre-research assessments.
The reason for that is that I thought that reading the chapter made me think over my research idea more carefully and take these aspects into consideration. I think it would be interesting to compare how Hammersley's ideas of assessment might apply to our own research. [provides list of assessment criteria] Do you have to consider these aspects in your own research? How? Do you think your own study could be useful, a contribution to the field, based on these assessments? Both AT and CH apply readings from the course to critique another's (FG's) or their own (CH) work. They synthesize their own opinion (that a point is still not well proven or a definition was not yet clarified) and the evidence from a peer's presentation or their own work, and apply yet another perspective to it from course materials and other readings.
There are several possible explanations for the lack of scholarly comment regarding peers' research in face-to-face discussions. First, the distribution of perceived permissible comments-i.e., who could be critiqued in face-to-face interactions (any personally unknown authors) and ACMC settings (peers and other authors)-may have been based on some unspoken agreement, a social rule that traversed the different genders, cultural backgrounds and research tracks among these students. Perhaps, students performed avoidance rituals (Goffman, 1967) . Through these rituals, they kept a psycho-social distance from the other interlocutors, to ensure that they did not say or do anything that may have offended the other speakers when personal, emotional immediacy is a given when students share the same physical space. In the ACMC context, on the other hand, students were less careful about not performing so-called face-threatening acts (Brown & Levinson, 1987) by directly criticizing their peers. They were still cautious and mostly indirect about their feedback, and made comments coated in negative politeness, which Geis (1995) describes as "choosing not to coerce [an interlocutor] by not assuming that she is willing or able to perform some desired [or suggested] action..." (p.
98).
In addition, in face-to-face discussions, students did not have pertinent references to all of the diverse research topics their peers investigated; in order to provide useful feedback on the content of their peers' presentations, they needed access to other resources. ACMC gave them time to reflect, and allowed them to contribute diverse perspectives and voices, to make suggestions for improvement, to synthesize what they had read, and to compose more effective comments that helped protect their peers' and their own feelings (i.e., positive or negative face). Because in this modality they were able to separate their critique of a peer's work from the person, plan, compose carefully, and revise their comments, they viewed ACMC as a less personal medium that helped make their comments appear more objective and professional.
Thus, the data suggest that while in-class discussions allowed for critiquing readings and research whose authors were not members of the class, peer reviews were much more effectively conducted in ACMC (as a matter of fact, that was the only forum in which such peer-critiquing took place). This seems to contradict Baron's (1984) findings. Her study, corroborated by findings by Postmes, Spears, and Lea (1998) and Sproull and Kiesler (1991) , showed that emotionally sensitive and, thus, potentially threatening comments were avoided in electronic discussions because they are easily misunderstood without intonation or other non-verbal softening markers and could easily result in face-threatening, unpleasant, unprofessional, or even aggressive exchanges. In this study, the opposite seems to be true.
Earlier, I proposed that the evidence necessary for successful collaborative work that promotes critical thinking via ACMC includes • Recognizing one's self and peers as valid members of a scholarly community of researchers, in this case (developing) experts in the field of applied linguistics
• Planning and referencing outside authoritative resources to support one's own arguments (in one's own as well as in peers' writing)
• The ability to distinguish between reliable and less reliable sources of information • Revising and recursive editing of writing (both content and form)
• Synthesis of one's own ideas with information from peers' comments and external sources (where appropriate)
Based on these criteria, ACMC in this study was an effective tool for promoting critical thinking through collaborative work during the second half of the semester, when students were involved in peer-critiquing tasks and collaborative learning pertaining to their own research projects. During the first half of the semester, or in instances when the participants were not critiquing each other's work, ACMC was not only less effective, but was hardly utilized.
Suggestions for Future Teaching and Research
As stated earlier, the conclusions drawn from this study are not intended to be generalized to other contexts.
More research is needed before any claims regarding the benefits of ACMC for developing critical thinking can be made. Nevertheless, several findings and reflections offer food for thought for practitioners who regularly utilize peer collaboration, especially via ACMC.
In future versions of this course, the steps involved in critical thinking will be outlined explicitly with parallels drawn between sub-assignments in preparation of the final project and the skills identified by Brookfield (1987) , Halpern (1997) and King and Kitchener (1994) . In addition, at least one ACMC assignment will be required that prompts peer-editing since students feel confident providing each other with feedback in this modality. The transcripts of this assignment could be used as a springboard for brainstorming in class about how students can critique their peers' work effectively with the support of authoritative sources (e.g., primary readings on content and research). In a recent graduate seminar, I assigned different readings to each student and did not cover them in class. This practice promoted a dynamic, more in-depth discussion by all students in an ACMC setting regarding the studies' research designs, methods and conclusions. The reception for such discussions was favourable and very often led to the students mentioning their own and their peers' comments during in-class discussions as well.
Future research should explore how cultural, gender and language factors mentioned in relation to CMC research (see, for example, Warschauer, 1996) might affect in-class and CMC discussions at the graduate level, and how these two modalities could be harnessed for optimal learning in light of these social and personal
factors. Studies should also analyze whether peer critique early on is possible even in ACMC or whether students simply need time to become comfortable with themselves as rightful collaborators in a learning community and need to have a solid foundation in content knowledge before they are willing to offer their colleagues (often friends) any type of feedback. As Matthews, Cooper, Davidson and Hawkes (1995) point out, collaborative learning requires that students become actively participating members of a shared knowledge community before they can construct knowledge through social interaction.
Conclusions
As we presented in the analysis, the participants in this study discussed critically the primary readings in class and used ACMC sessions to critique each others' research. ACMC proved to be especially beneficial for graduate students because they felt they reflected on their developing identity and practices as researchers.
They took advantage of ACMC's archiving to review their own and other students' comments and to assimilate the information they received from various sources-the primary readings, course readings, their peers' and their own research experiences-and then provided their own well-thought-out responses to their peers.
The students in this study used the ACMC context to give and receive advice, to express and accept differing and competing opinions and to incorporate diverse sources of information to solve problems pertaining to their own research projects in collaboration with others. Although at some point scholars must learn to offer an immediate critique of a peer's work in face-to-face encounters (e.g., at conferences), ACMC seems to offer an intermediate solution where novice researchers can provide their peers with valuable feedback and take ample time to find and offer additional resources without having to fear committing potential interpersonal transgressions.
These findings also suggest that incorporating an ACMC component into a graduate level seminar allows students to reflect on new perspectives, preferably utilizing non-teacher centered tasks and discourse, which should lead to a reflective classroom. Lave and Wenger's (1991) claim, that "where the circulation of knowledge among peers and near-peers is possible, it spreads exceedingly rapidly and effectively" (p. 93), lends further support to the need for class activities in which learners have the freedom to explore and build on each others' contributions to develop critical analytic skills.
